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Abstract 
 
Background  
Changing trends in women's alcohol consumption have demonstrated that women, in both younger 
and older cohorts, are drinking at increased levels than previously. However, little research 
investigates these changing trends or the influences behind them. 
 
Aims  
The current research aims to identify influences on women's drinking across a range of age groups, 
with a focus on multiple level influences (i.e. cultural, social and psychosocial). 
 
Methods  
One hour semi-structured telephone interviews were conducted, in 2011, with 35 women (aged 18-
55) residing in Australia. Interview development was guided by an adaptation of Bronfenbrenner's 
Bioecological Model of Development (BBMD) to assess multiple areas of influences from cultural 
through to psychosocial. 
 
Results  
Interview findings highlighted the existence of multiple levels of influence on women’s drinking 
and thus provided support for the BBMD framework. Cultural influences identified related to 
gender roles and national identity. Exosystem influences (e.g. legislation, infrastructure, and media) 
and Microsystem influences (e.g. immediate social networks) were also identified. A range of 
psychosocial factors, such as identity, normative influence and attitude were also found as 
influencing drinking behaviours.  Finally, changes across a woman’s life span, and intergenerational 
differences, were Chronosystem constructs that also emerged as key influences. 
 
Discussion and conclusions  
This study has provided an in-depth understanding into the key factors, occurring across multiple 
levels of influence, impacting upon women's drinking across younger and older cohorts. The 
findings also highlight changes in alcohol-related attitudes and behaviours across a life span and 
across generations. Future research should extend upon these findings based on larger, quantitative 
studies based on representative samples. The findings do provide key insights into the influences 
that need to be addressed within targeted interventions. 
 
Introduction  
 
Rapid and substantial changing trends in women's alcohol consumption have demonstrated that 
women are drinking at higher levels than ever before (ABS, 2006, 2012; AIHW, 2005). This 
increase in drinking behaviour is not confined to the younger female population, but is also 
occurring in the older female age group (ABS, 2006, 2009, 2012; AIWH, 2005, 2008; Measham & 
Ostergaard, 2009). The literature suggests that women’s drinking behaviour is distinct from their 
male counterparts, and that wider social and psychosocial influences may be important in 
understanding this behaviour (Corzine, 2010; Roche et al., 2008).  However, little research 
investigates these changing trends or the influences behind them.  Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological 
Model of Development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) has been used as a framework that 
incorporates multiple levels of influence on behaviours (Ayoola, Nettleman, & Brewer, 2007; Bogg 
& Finn, 2009). Thus, the current research examined influences on women’s drinking across a range 
of age groups, using an adaptation of Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model of Development, 
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herein termed BBMD (See Figure 1) to organise the key influences emerging in the data within 
these levels. 
 
Fig. 1: Framework guiding the study and underpinned by Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model of 
Development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). 
 
Methods 
One hour semi-structured telephone interviews were conducted with 35
1
 women (18-55 years old).  
Question development was informed by a previous observational study and guided by BBMD to 
identify multiple areas of influences, ranging from cultural through to psychosocial level influences. 
Purposive sampling enabled insight into the alcohol-related attitudes and behaviours of different age 
groups of women. The first author conducted all of the interviews, and analysed the transcribed data 
using NVivo8
(TM)
. Whilst BBMD served as a organising framework, an inductive approach analysis 
allowed key themes to emerge.  Each interview was coded by units of meaning that were compared 
within interviews and then across interviews.  Consistent with the constant comparative method 
(Boeije, 2002; Glaser & Strauss, 1967) these ongoing comparisons refined the categories, thus 
facilitating the classification of higher level themes. Regular peer reviewing (with research team 
members) occurred throughout the analysis. 
Findings 
Interviewing women about their alcohol-related attitudes and behaviours revealed the extent to 
which alcohol consumption is embedded in many facets of Australian life.  The findings underlined 
how Cultural, Social (Exosystem and Microsystem) and Psychosocial factors influenced the 
individual, in terms of their drinking behaviours (Table 1).  Consistent with BBMD, the themes that 
emerged from the interviews fell into multiple-levels of influence. Table 1 provides a summary of 
some of the key influences emerging in relation to each level. Findings at each of the levels will be 
discussed below together with supporting participant quotes.
2
 
  
                                                 
1
 Initially 36 interviews were conducted, but one participant was excluded due to concerns about the validity and 
reliability of the data that was collected, predominantly as she struggled to answer the questions. 
2
 Supporting quotes are referenced with pseudonyms to protect participant identities. The numerical value is her real age 
at the time of the interview. 
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Table 1:  Key influences identified in relation to each level of influence 
Level of influence Key themes 
Cultural Engrained in Australian Culture and part of the National identity 
Gender roles 
Social Exosystem Infrastructure (e.g. public transport; drinking establishments) 
Legislation (drink driving, legal drinking age) 
Microsystem Immediate social networks (e.g. peers, family, partner, work colleagues) 
Individual Psychosocial Identity 
Attitude 
Normative Influence 
Chronosystem Changes in attitudes and behaviours across the life span 
 
Cultural influences 
Interview data indicated that two main factors functioning within the Cultural system influenced 
women’s drinking: (i) the extent to which alcohol is embedded in Australian culture; and (ii) the 
adherence to culturally prescribed notions of femininity and gender roles in women’s drinking. The 
women believed Australian culture endorses and values alcohol consumption.  Women discussed 
drinking as being engrained in “Australian culture” (Tiffany30; Frances35; Gemma35 Dora36; 
Jade46; Ivy54) and part of what it means to be Australian (Hazel30). By example, statements 
included “I think it’s quite like culturally ingrained.” (Bridget25) and “I think society values 
drinking alcohol as being quite an acceptable thing to do.” (Dora36). 
 
Culturally prescribed femininity and gender roles appeared to influence women’s alcohol 
consumption, where women gave accounts of acceptable drinking behaviours that did not impinge 
upon societal notions of femininity.  Amanda35 recalls a time when she was 19 and bought a pint of 
cider, resulting in her mother’s admonishment, “Oh it’s so unfeminine to have a pint!".  The 
women’s narratives brought to light attitudes about femininity and gender-prescribed ways of 
drinking.  Lisa34 was quick to point out, “Not that I’d do anything terrible, but I just wonder you 
know, if I have been lady-like or if I’ve been a bit more forward than I would perhaps allow myself 
to be if I hadn’t drunk anything." (Lisa34) and “She has a very strange . . . she has a lot of brothers 
so her attitude to drinking is quite boy-ish." (Toni18). 
Contemporary gender roles were discussed as impacting upon drinking behaviours particularly in 
relation to changes in marital status (Eve23; Erin25; Elouise30; Ada31; Amanda35) and/or 
becoming a mother (Tracy21; Elouise30).  These role changes often affected where and how much 
alcohol was drunk.  For example, Toni18 explained that as a single woman, venue choice depended 
upon her ability to maximise opportunities to meet people. Since meeting a partner, however, she 
reported that her drinking had changed but she hypothesised, “If I was single I might drink more, I 
might go out more.”(Toni18)  Frances35, like a number of women, described how her friends with 
children reduced their consumption, “They need to watch the kids” and “they just can’t look after 
kids with a hangover.”(Frances35)  In contrast, Zara41 increased her consumption as a result of 
becoming a mother, “I never really drank until I had kids.” (Zara41) 
Exosystem influences 
In terms of Exosystem influences, infrastructure (e.g. public transport; accessibility to drinking 
venues) and legislation (e.g. drink driving laws; drinking age of consent) were two factors identified 
as influencing women’s drinking behaviours.  The most notable influence was infrastructural, 
wherein location and accessibility of drinking venues (e.g., clubs, bars and restaurants), as well as 
transport options repeatedly was identified as influencing women’s drinking. Furthermore, 
infrastructure together with drink driving legislation, influenced women’s drinking in terms of: 
decreasing women’s drinking when one had to drive to a venue, influencing the desire for 
accessible venues; and increasing the reliance upon public transport.  Erin25 stated, “I won’t go to a 
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party if I’m a sober driver, because I won’t have fun.”  Tiffany30 discussed how moving towns 
increased her drinking because she could now walk to venues: 
I would probably go out to a club or something more nowadays than . . . We are now 
living quite close [to bars and restaurants] . . . and it’s not having to [drive], we 
used to have to get trains and stuff into the city in Brisbane. (Tiffany30) 
Legislation was also identified in relation to legal drinking ages. Specifically, some of the women 
portrayed a variety of ways in which their drinking had changed once they had turned 18 years of 
age, the legal purchasing age across the States and Territories in Australia(National Drug Research 
Institute, 2007).  Some women (e.g. Toni18; Jennie21; Zoe21; Tiffany30) described transitions 
from the “excitement” of private under-age parties, to going out drinking as an 18 year old, which 
became rather mundane.  “When I finally got to the point where I could go out and legally drink it 
just wasn’t a big deal anymore.” (Eve23).  Jennie21 states, “When I first turned 18 I pretty much 
went out every weekend for the first six months and drank. So maybe I'm just sort of over it...it’s just 
not fun anymore.” 
Microsystem influences 
Microsystem factors primarily related to the women’s social networks in their immediate 
environment.  These networks included peers, partners, family, and work colleagues, and were all 
indicated as important influences affecting the individual’s alcohol-related attitudes and behaviours.  
The influence of such social networks on a woman’s drinking was perhaps most notable when there 
was a change to one of these networks.  Ada31 provided accounts of numerous peer group changes 
as she travelled and changed jobs that impacted on her drinking until, “I started making really good 
friends and that’s when I met my husband as well. . . I started picking up my social life and I started 
drinking more.” (Ada31). 
Psychosocial influences 
Comparing the number of influences identified at each level, the most influences overall were 
identified at this level.  Due to the scope of this paper, however, focus will be on just three of the 
key psychosocial influences on women’s drinking identified.  The degree of identification with 
being a “drinker”; attitudes; and normative expectations, emerged as some of the key psychosocial 
influences impacting on women’s drinking behaviours.  The women regularly labelled or identified 
themselves or others along the lines of being a “drinker” or “not a drinker”.  The degree to which 
the women identified with drinking behaviour seemed to be related to their attitude towards 
drinking and drunkenness (e.g. those that identified as “a drinker” positively valued drinking). 
Further, identification as being ‘a drinker’ influenced the way in which they viewed others’ 
drinking. By example, Ada31claimed, "I'm not a heavy drinker" and labelled her friends as “Happy 
drunks”. Correspondingly, her attitude toward drunkenness implied that it was okay for others to 
get drunk. 
The concept of alcohol-related identities was featured in numerous interviews and closely related to 
labelling of others’ drinking identities.  For example, Toni18 stated, “I’d never been a heavy 
drinker.”  Laura27 affirmed "I will actually drink pretty much anything ... if I had to pick out one 
type of spirit it would be gin. I consider myself a gin drinker.” and later mentioned, "Our mother is 
not a big drinker". Participants were both executors and subjects of alcohol-related labels.  
Discussing her sister’s drinking behaviours, Tiffany30 labelled her sister as, “a stick in the mud 
when it comes to doing fun things”.  In comparison, Mandy28 received labels of, “the straighty of 
the family” and “uptight” by her sister because she drunk less.  It is noteworthy that throughout her 
interview, Mandy28 referred to her own drinking behaviours as, “uptight”, thus possibly having 
incorporated her sister’s labelling into her own alcohol-related identity. 
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Most women viewed drinking as an expected behaviour among their social networks.  Eve23 
illustrated the impact of key normative influences, “I guess a lot of the people I know just enjoy it. 
Enjoy having a drink and a barbecue you know and that sort of thing. It just becomes a part of what 
they expect the day to be so everybody else joins in."  Similarly, Jennie21 noted,  
With my friends...if it’s their birthday or whatever they want me to drink.  I don’t see it 
as peer pressure because I always have the choice, it’s not like they’re not going to be 
friends with me if I don’t drink ... But I guess I drink more around them.  
Normative influences upon women’s drinking did not just emanate from their peers. The interview 
data demonstrated influences from a range of social networks within a woman’s Microsystem (e.g. 
family, work colleagues). 
Key attitudinal-related influences evident in the findings were: perceived advantages and 
disadvantages of drinking; attitudes toward drunkenness; and attitudes around limiting 
consumption.  Not surprisingly, attitudes varied across the individuals in the study: Amy18’s 
attitude toward drunkenness, "I think it’s disgusting and I think you have to not lose yourself, you 
have to still present yourself as a respectable person."  Is contrasted with Laura27’s, “I do like the 
feeling of being drunk ... like feeling stupid occasionally in those situations." 
Chronosystem factors 
Across all of the levels of influence (i.e. Cultural, Exosystem, Microsystem and Individual) there 
was evidence of the Chronosystem, or the changes occurring across time (Bronfenbrenner & 
Morris, 2006).  The primary Chronosystem construct identified related to life events/changes that 
occurred for the women and resulted in drinking behaviour changes. 
Across the lifespan women’s exposure to the alcohol-related influences at different levels could 
change as a result of life choices made (e.g. job transition; move) or stage of life. All of the women 
described such changes across their lives. Evidence of the Chronosystem across multiple levels of 
influence was exemplified by Ada3’s account of moving countries (Cultural), wherein different 
drinking locations (Exosystem) and changes in work and peer groups (Microsystem) affected 
normative expectations and attitudes (Psychosocial) altering her drinking behaviours. 
Conclusion 
 
This study has provided a preliminary, yet in-depth, qualitative understanding of the key factors 
impacting women’s drinking across age cohorts and across multiple levels of influence. The 
findings thus provided support for Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model of Development the 
extent to which, factors across levels functioned to interact. Interaction between constructs is 
exemplified by the relationship between social networks (Microsystem) and identifying as a 
drinker, attitudes and normative influence (Psychosocial). 
The findings indicated that it is at the most proximal levels, at the Microsystem and Psychosocial 
level, that key influences clearly and readily emerged.  The women in this study more readily 
identified these direct influences.  These findings are consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s framework 
in that individuals have a direct relationship and are actively engaged with factors at a Microsystem 
level even though these factors are themselves a function of the more distal or indirect influences 
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). 
Findings also highlighted that across the lifespan women were exposed to different alcohol-related 
influences (i.e. the constructs outlined in this research) as a result of a life choice made (e.g. job 
transition; move) or stage of life.  Future research can build on these exploratory findings and 
highlight key influences that could be incorporated into targeted interventions. Based on this 
research, interventions focused at the Microsystem and Psychosocial level should have the greatest 
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impact.  However, to focus exclusively at these levels would be limiting as women’s drinking is a 
complex behaviour resulting from multiple levels of influence. 
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